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PREFACE





Instructions for living a life:


Pay attention.


Be astonished.


Tell about it.


—Mary Oliver





Here I am. Sitting in my office during the early weeks of the COVID-19 quarantine, furiously outlining the book on big spiritual ideas that I’ve been wanting to write for years. “Now’s my chance!” I say to myself (while wearing the same sweatpants I’ve worn for the past six days with the little stain where I wiped my cinnamon-raisin oatmeal on my thigh). Here’s the big opportunity! Hours and hours of free time to vomit forth a potpourri of ideas on all my favorite topics: the journey of the soul, life after death, the Big Guy Upstairs, and the personal and universal spiritual transformation of society!


The only problem? Me. Rainn Wilson.


Let me be blunt with you, dear reader. I know what you might be asking right now: “Why the hell is the actor who played Dwight on The Office writing a book on spirituality?”


First, let me explain what I mean by “spirituality.”


True story: I recently came across a news headline about some model/celebrity who had undergone some kind of “spiritual transformation.” I was intrigued. After all, I love spiritual transformations! Have had a couple myself over the decades. In fact, I might be having one right now as I write this. Upon further reading, turns out that this model/celebrity had undergone an actual exorcism of some kind in a remote town in Switzerland. A shaman had released some kind of demon/energy from them, and they were finally, on the other side of it, able to practice “self-care” and enjoy yoga and raw juicing from home. Something like that. Which got me thinking about the word “spirituality.” It can mean so many different things to so many people.


To some, spirituality is completely synonymous with religious practice and “organized religion”: church, God, and so forth. To others, it can mean rituals involving hallucinogens. To many, because the word “spirit” is in it, it means that ghosts are involved. To still others, like the model/celebrity, it can mean exorcisms by Swiss shamans.


Let me be perfectly clear: I’m not talking about any of that.


The word “spirituality,” as the Oxford English Dictionary defines it, means “the quality of being concerned with the human spirit or soul as opposed to material or physical things.” This is exactly what I’m talking about. Way to go, OED! I will delve into all these concepts in far greater detail as the book progresses, but if we are to believe, as I very much do, that we have some kind of “soul” that continues on some kind of journey after our bodies fall away, and that this spiritual essence of who we are is just as real (if not more so) than our bodies—in other words, that this “soul” is the nonanimal, nonmaterial, non-pleasure-and-power-seeking dimension of ourselves that continues in some form after our physical existence ceases—and if this soul exists, then there are certain practices, processes, and perspectives that might help to shape our human beingness, the reality of who we really are. This is what I’m referring to when I talk about the word “spirituality”: this eternal/divine aspect of ourselves that longs for higher truth and journeys toward heart-centered enlightenment and, dare I say it, God.


But let’s go back to the original theme.


Why does a guy famous for playing a weird, officious nerd on one of America’s most beloved TV comedies (and many other offbeat characters) want to write about the soul, religion, the afterlife, sacredness, and the need for society to undergo a spiritual reimagining? Why is the beet-farming, paper-selling, tangentially Amish man-baby with the giant forehead and short-sleeved mustard shirts writing about the meaning of life?


Well, I’ll tell you one thing: it certainly is not because I have anything figured out.


I’m no authority on spirituality, religion, or holiness, and I’m anything but enlightened. Yes, I’ve read and studied a great deal. I’ve suffered deeply. I’ve pondered and contemplated and meditated. I’ve struggled and many times failed. But aren’t writers on spiritual topics supposed to have life all worked out? I’m here to tell you they (we) don’t. Although I have some insights from the work I’ve done, I still get anxious and confused a great deal. I swear too much. I’m impatient with my kid sometimes. I have a big ego that can sometimes subsume me. I compare and despair. I have been (and can be) overwhelmingly selfish and judgmental.


Just ask my wife. (Who, by the way, is far more preternaturally spiritual than I am, believe you me!)


But let’s keep digging a little bit. Why is a former sitcom actor writing some “big idea” text on spiritual transformation?! And why am I (shameless plug), at approximately the same time, hosting a travel documentary series on finding happiness called Rainn Wilson and the Geography of Bliss for the Peacock streaming service?


Before I answer that question, I want to share some context. My life story, the story of my journey toward being an actor, a member of the Baha’i Faith, and a spiritual student/thinker/enthusiast (as told in full in The Bassoon King, my serio-comic memoir of 2015), is a complicated one.


My parents, like so many of their generation, were artsy bohemians in the ’60s and ’70s on a quest for truth, peace, and meaning in their lives. My birth mother, Shay (formerly Patricia) of Weyauwega, Wisconsin, moved to Seattle and became an actress in experimental theater in the late ’60s. She did a play once while topless with her torso painted blue, running around in the aisles and swearing at the audience. My father, the recently deceased (more on that later) Robert “Bob” Wilson of Downers Grove, Illinois, was a painter of abstract art and an author of science-fiction novels among various other pursuits. He would often blast opera music from our 1970s stereo system (why were stereos so big back then!?) while covered in turpentine and gesso, singing along off-key as he smooshed globs of outrageous color onto canvases. Paintings that very few would actually see because he never really tried to sell any of them, so they would stack up in the basement like multicolored pizza boxes. During the day, he would manage a sewer construction office and dispatch rusty trucks to unclog the leaf-filled drains of Seattle. During his lunch breaks, he would haul out a little portable manual typewriter and clack away onto stacks of paper, unveiling over the span of fifteen years around eleven tomes of sci-fi with such titles as Tentacles of Dawn, The Lords of After-Earth, and Corissa of Doom. My stepmother, Kristin, who was mostly tasked with raising me, wore various vaguely ethnic shawls and capes and made fanciful, animal-shaped silver jewelry that she sold at a stall at the Seattle Public Market.


And as if that wasn’t eclectic enough, on their off nights they would attend meetings of the Baha’i Faith, of which they were adherents. They would pray and meditate and study holy texts with other spiritually curious Seattleites. And there were a lot of them back then.


An important note about the Baha’i Faith: Personally, after many years of review and reflection, I have come to embrace the religion of my youth and feel like it contains all kinds of relevant wisdom surrounding the issues we face, both as individuals and as a species sharing a planet. And while this book is greatly inspired by the Baha’i Faith and many of the principal writings of its founder, Baha’u’llah, I won’t get too deep into the details of the religion in these pages. After all, this is not a book about the Baha’i Faith or for Baha’is; it is merely shaped and influenced by some of its spiritual, mystical, and social teachings.


Any student of history knows the late ’60s and early ’70s had a completely different energy than the vibe of the previous several decades. When the whole Norman-Rockwell-Eisenhower-lilywhite-American-dream-Doris Day-Leave-It-to-Beaver-crew-cut-post-World-War-II skyscraper of American culture and values was taken down by an explosive charge of race riots, Vietnam, various assassinations, rock’n’roll, countercultural love, and LSD, all of a sudden the world as it used to be didn’t make sense anymore. People were searching for a different path.


What do you do when the world as you know it falls to ashes at your feet?


Well, the Beatles met with the Maharishi, Cat Stevens became a Muslim, Shirley MacLaine communed with ancient aliens, a young Steve Jobs studied Buddhism in India, everybody was “kung fu fighting,” and countless young people sought answers along nontraditional spiritual paths.


Into this milieu was born gigantic pasty baby Rainn Dietrich Wilson.


My dad often told stories of the early ’70s, when he would be out and about and see, say, a group of young men on a street corner in fringy leather vests and long hair, passing a “doobie,” “jaybird,” or “spliff” (’70s terminology) around the circle, and he would approach them, saying, “Hey, guys. Wanna come over tonight to learn more about the Baha’i Faith? To pray and study different spiritual traditions?” And instead of laughing at him and/or kicking the shit out of him, they would respond with great earnestness: “Sure, man. Sounds groovy! What time?”


These spiritual gatherings in our home would include Buddhists and Sikhs and Muslims and Mormons, while our bookshelves became filled with books by and about Buddhists and Sikhs and Muslims.


We would host prayer gatherings and “deepenings” (in order to get deep), and, in addition to the many Baha’i-inspired songs, we would often literally sing “Kumbaya.” Sometimes while holding hands in a patchouli-scented circle. When Jehovah’s Witnesses would come to our door with pamphlets and Bibles, they would be invited in, and we would host an impromptu Bible study replete with pancakes!


I remember one time, when members of a particular sect of Christian Protestant came to our house on a Sunday afternoon, my father asked them to describe their concept of the kingdom of heaven.


A well-groomed man with a Ned Flanders mustache said, sipping some coffee, “Well, sometime in the near future, there will be a great rumbling from above, lightning will strike, and there will be terrible storms. The sky will open up, and down will come Jesus Christ on a cloud with a great trumpet blast. There will be an incredibly beautiful city with gold and silver turrets that descends with angels on it, and this is the kingdom of God. The good Christians will get into the city, and it will float away with Jesus to be with God, the Father, and the rest of the people will be left behind, left on earth to perish.”


And then he politely responded with something to the effect of, “What is the Baha’i concept?”


My dad, a wise spiritual teacher and public speaker, responded, “Well, in a lot of ways, it’s very similar. There will be great storms and lightning and thunder, and the skies will open up. Down from a hole in the clouds doesn’t come a city or Jesus or anything but rather a bunch of bags of cement. Some shovels and hammers. Bricks and mortar and nails and lumber. And finally, at the very end, a note floats down on the breeze and lands on top of all the supplies. It reads: ‘Kingdom of God on Earth: Build-It-Yourself Kit.’”


I don’t remember what happened after that. But I’ll always remember that story, and, I suppose, when all is said and done, that’s what it’s all about, no? Whether you believe in God or not, whether you’re Christian or Baha’i or anything else, we’re all down here doing our best to build a more loving, just, equitable, cooperative kingdom on this beautiful and sometimes difficult earth. Or perhaps a more personal, peaceful kingdom of God within ourselves? After all, that’s how Nietzsche described it:




The “kingdom of heaven” is a condition of the heart—not something that comes “upon the earth” or “after death.”





Basically my entire childhood was filled with two things: art and spirituality.


Oh yeah, and dysfunction. I forgot to mention that. Lots and lots of family dysfunction. And low self-esteem. And a complete and total lack of any conversation about feelings or the fundamentals of basic human emotional interactions.


Because, at the end of the day, as “spiritual” as my family appeared, there was a complete absence of loving expression in our house. Did my parents (including my birth mother, Shay, who took off when I was two and who I didn’t really get to know until I was about fifteen) love me? Yes. Most certainly. To the best of their limited, traumatized ability, my parents attempted a piss-poor fumbling love for me and, occasionally, each other.


For my dad and stepmom, there were dinners and TV watching and gardening and dog walking—in other words, all the ingredients of a loving family. But there was no actual bond in their marriage. In fact, when I asked them when they knew their union was a mistake and they didn’t actually belong together, they both said that it was within a year of their wedding—in 1969. So they did what any two mature people of insight and level heads would do: they stayed together fifteen more years and then got a divorce the second I left for college in 1984.


The entirety of this childhood tapestry created in me one cockamamie suburban cocktail of bohemian weirdness and emotional dissonance on a galactic scale.


In fact, as a teen I would watch how other kids would act and interact while at a restaurant or a school event. I would then copy, word for word, gesture for gesture, how they would behave and emulate their seemingly “normal” human interactions in order to learn how to fit in better. Kind of like what an alien in human form would do in order to learn the mysterious ways of the Homo sapiens. If, say, a teen would say to another friend-teen, “What’s up, my man!” and give him a friendly one-two pat on the back, I would try that same gesture out on a couple friends of mine: “What’s up… um, my man!” along with matching friendly pats, to see if I could interact with the same effortless casualness.


Needless to say, it worked out perfectly.


So yes, my childhood shaped me this way. This strange petri dish of experiences—this recipe for weirdness—set the stage for the question at hand: Why is the guy who played Dwight writing a book on religious and spiritual ideas?


Another answer to the “why” comes down to this: I almost died. If not for certain tools, concepts, and teachings that I have found on my own spiritual search for balance, healing, and perspective, I would not have made it into adulthood. Or become a successful actor. Or written this damn book.


I’m not going to get into any gory details, but in my twenties and thirties I dealt with many mental health issues that caused me incredible pain and hardship. After graduating from college, I suffered years of debilitating anxiety attacks and to this day have an ongoing anxiety disorder that I have to monitor and work on with great seriousness and care. And therapy. Lots of therapy.


I have undergone long periods of time when I was clinically depressed. There were times I reached emotional lows from which I felt I would never escape. I even seriously contemplated suicide. Thankfully, I always got therapeutic help when I needed it and love from some amazing friends and family members, and I had a profound partner in my wife, Holiday Reinhorn, who supported me with great empathy and strength.


And then there’s the other demon of mental (and physical) health: addiction. After some bouts with drugs and alcohol dependency in my twenties, I was able to quit with the help of the Twelve-Step Program of recovery. Pretty much anything you can get addicted to, I have struggled with at one point or another: food, gambling, porn, work, codependence, social media, and debt. Even caffeine and sugar. (And now it’s my frigging iPhone!)


For me, it all comes back to that perpetual subterranean rumble of anxious discontent, probably stemming from childhood trauma, that I continually attempted to soothe and escape using external solutions. Over and over again, to no avail. Because you can’t fix internal imbalance with alcohol or chocolate chip cookies or video games or weed or sex or even Instagram, Candy Crush, and Amazon shopping sprees.


It took me a long, long time and a great deal of therapuetic work to discover the spiritual, emotional, and psychological tools I needed to understand and eventually quell that inner discomfort and chronic imbalance.


Like so many spiritual seekers, I “hit bottom” but eventually found a way forward, a path toward recovery and tranquility. Out of this darkness, I went on a spiritual journey to help me in my quest for the truth. I investigated religions and spent many hours reading holy texts and secular works on the spiritual path. Meditating. Searching for God. For meaning. For something beyond the material. For transcendence.


In a nutshell, I spent many years in my twenties and thirties on a private, personal spiritual search, which led me to read most of the holy books of the world’s major religions. I’m no scholar or expert by any means, but this quest for the truth compelled me to study the Bible, the Quran, the Bhagavad Gita, and the Dhammapada and other writings by and about the Buddha. I also read up on many Native American faiths and belief systems and caught up on some basics of Western philosophy. I got deeply reacquainted with the faith of my youth, Baha’i. I prayed and meditated profusely, attended various religious services, and dug deep into many central, profound questions: Is there a God? What happens when we die? Do we have a soul? Why do all these idiots watch The Bachelor?


Soul Boom is not a gut-spilling, soul-wrenching personal biography by any stretch. (I’ve already written one of those.) I just wanted, in the preceding pages, to give you a taste, an amuse-bouche, a sampling of my singular and peculiar prehistory. Today, I’m proud to say that the unusual backdrop and breeding ground of art, religion, self-loathing, and social dysfunction made me who I am. Plus, it made me a good candidate for the role of Dwight and the many other misfit parts I’ve played as an actor throughout the years.


And so the journey continues!


Aspects of this personal spiritual quest are explored in the Peacock television series Rainn Wilson and the Geography of Bliss, in which I set off across the globe to see if there might be any lessons on happiness to be learned from other cultures.


The same “Life’s Big Questions” that haunted me in my twenties was the inspirational cornerstone that led to my eventual founding of SoulPancake, a website, YouTube channel, and production studio that specialized in creating uplifting content and sparking dialogue about the beauty and drama of being a human. Our best-selling book, SoulPancake: Chew on Life’s Big Questions, was a creative workbook based on many of the profound spiritual issues and inquiries I grappled with in my youth and continue to wrestle with in the following pages.


I believe exploring “Life’s Big Questions” is an exciting and important part of our fragile and exhilarating human journey. I have seen this again and again—in my study of various religious traditions, in my life as a Baha’i, and in my work with Geography of Bliss, SoulPancake, and the podcast series Metaphysical Milkshake, which I host with the amazing author/provocateur Reza Aslan. And my personal battles with mental health demons have given me firsthand experience in the high-stakes pursuit of meaning, purpose, and serenity from a spiritual perspective.


Besides, none of the other people who are way smarter and wiser and more spiritually evolved than me seem to be writing a book about this stuff, so why the hell not some weird, spiritually curious actor?


So… OK to move forward on the old booky-wook? Have a bit of clarity on the personal reasons that led me to create Soul Boom?


Good. Just one more thing then. Beyond my personal interest and journey, there’s a bigger “why” behind this endeavor. My principal and overriding motivation for writing this book is not as introspectively personal as the tapestry I’ve just laid out. The truth is found in these words:




We need a change of heart, a reframing of all our conceptions and a new orientation of our activities. The inward life of man as well as his outward environment have to be reshaped if human salvation is to be secured.


—Shoghi Effendi





As all the existing organizational systems around us break down, we need answers. We need solutions. We need hope. Unity. Love. Compassion. All that gooey, profound stuff that is so easy to sneer at and dismiss in our cynical, fast-paced, modern world. Yet I sincerely believe that humanity, in order to evolve on both the individual and the societal level, needs a total shift in perspective and a seismic change in how it undertakes pretty much everything. This is the “reshaping” necessary for “human salvation” that the great Baha’i leader and writer Shoghi Effendi references in the above quote.


I hope you’ll consider this “big idea” to address the world’s problems. Perhaps the key to healing the world’s chaos and pain lies on a spiritual path. Perhaps there are spiritual tools and religious concepts out there that can help us on a societal level, as well as in our own personal transformation. Perhaps a spiritual metamorphosis is required for us to not only thrive but to even survive as we sit at the precipice of annihilation.
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So, gentle reader, what topics are we going to tackle in the ensuing chapters? Some really light material: pandemics, death, God, religion, holiness, consciousness, suffering, social transformation, and the meaning of life. That’s about it. We’ll go on sacred pilgrimages to Jerusalem and the Baha’i holy land as well as into the distant future of humanity. We’ll tackle small topics like death and God and consciousness and the soul. We’ll converse with aliens and break down everything that’s currently breaking down in society, and we’ll even create our own new, awesome religion. Basically, I’ll be throwing a lot of spiritual spaghetti against the wall, and hopefully some of it will stick.


I hope this book will ignite discussion and inspire you, gentle reader, to view some universal spiritual ideas through some different-colored lenses. Sometimes silly, sometimes profound and earnest, I will attempt to explore some very old ground with some very new perspectives.


Plus, because I love quotes, along the way there will be a myriad of fun, inspirational sayings from dead people far wiser than me. Quotes like this one:




Dost thou reckon thyself only a puny form


When within thee the universe is folded?


—Imam Ali (Islam)





And this one:




The ultimate work of civilization is the unfolding of ever-deeper spiritual understanding.


—Arnold Toynbee (historian)





This book will be a wide-ranging smorgasbord of ideas—spiritual and otherwise. Take what you like and leave the rest. Some concepts I hope you’ll jibe with and others perhaps not so much. But it’s the beginning of a discussion, I hope. A touchstone. A spark. And eventually? A much-needed personal and societal transformation.


A spiritual revolution. A boom at the soul level.


But where to begin?


Let’s start with television.















CHAPTER ONE



LIVE LONG AND PROSPER, GRASSHOPPER


When I think of spirituality and the 1970s, a particular word comes to mind. It’s not “meditation.” It’s not “LSD.” It’s not “guru” or “incense” or “chakras.”


It’s “television.”


I spent a lot of time watching television in the 1970s. I mean a lot.


Certainly the great sitcoms like M.A.S.H., All in the Family, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and The Bob Newhart Show. Shows that inspired me to strive to eventually become one of those memorable sitcom sidekick clowns that I loved and laughed at with such zeal in front of our black-and-white RCA.


But I was also drawn to these programs because these were families as real, relatable, and flawed as my own. How I longed to not be in my dysfunctional family but instead to live with Meathead and Gloria in Queens, or to be a patient of Bob Newhart in his Chicago practice, or an intern at WJM TV with Mary Tyler Moore. I would even have taken being drafted and having to clean latrines at the 4077th M.A.S.H. unit instead of eating awkward, loveless meatloaf with the Wilson family of Lake Forest Park, Washington.


And isn’t that the reason so many people watch TV? Binge-watch our favorite shows on repeat? No matter what the milieu—a police station, a spaceship, a Scranton paper company—we long to spend time with those fictional, loving, flawed, funny families. Perhaps a little bit more than we long to be in our own.


But when I peer back through the yellow haze of time toward that shaggy decade, there were two shows that framed both my identity and my spiritual journey. And, crazily enough, I also believe these two shows—Kung Fu and Star Trek—define and put into perspective what the reality of our spiritual journey actually is.


The first of these shows was the masterpiece Kung Fu, a program that defined the 1970s and reflected its ethos and underbelly. Originally conceived by (and appropriated / stolen from) the great Bruce Lee, Kung Fu followed Kwai Chang Caine, the orphaned child of a white man and a Chinese woman, who grew up in a Shaolin monastery in China in the late 1800s, was frequently called “grasshopper,” and learned to fight like a badass. As a nineteenth-century adult, he makes his way to America during the cowboy days of the Old West to search for his half brother, Danny Caine. A stranger in an even stranger land.


Everywhere Kwai Chang Caine (let’s call him KCC) went, he would bring his moral clarity, Eastern wisdom, and spiritual enlightenment to the rough-and-tumble, violent chaos of the Old West. Each episode would include some kind of moral quandary and some form of social injustice where KCC would stand up for the little guys, peaceably at first, using great reason and compassion and, finally, culminating in a big, ubiquitous “Kung Fu Monk Pushed to the Limit Takes on Racist Mean Cowboy” fistfight.


David Carradine (Bill in Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill) was wise beyond all measure (and had an amazing dragon kick as well). In looking back at the show, however, all one can think now is, “Why the hell did they cast a white guy to play a Chinese dude!?” And also, to a lesser extent, “Wait a minute, that’s not really him doing all those martial arts moves, is it? It looks like they cut away from him at the last second and are showing someone else’s foot making contact with that evil deputy’s chin!”


But egregious institutional racism aside, Carradine’s depth and believability as a Buddhist monk was still off the charts. Especially for a gawky nine-year-old spiritual seeker in suburban Seattle in 1975.


KCC had a beautiful, soulful repose. A quiet, peaceful, centered energy that shone in stark contrast to the drunken, Asian-hating Western men he was often in conflict with. When someone would say something impulsive, mean-spirited, irrational, and lacking in compassion (which happened about thirty-seven times an episode), his face would flinch, and you could feel the pain inside of his warm, calm Shaolin heart.


(By the way, guest stars during the course of the short-lived [three seasons] show included Jodie Foster, Leslie Nielsen, Harrison Ford, Carl Weathers, William Shatner, Pat Morita, and Gary Busey. I mean, what a cast!)


I cannot describe to you how much I loved this show. I would watch it every time it was on. I searched through the TV listings in the Sunday paper every week to see when reruns might be available. My friends and I would attempt to reenact the fight scenes and would argue vociferously about who would be allowed to play KCC. Although it was equally fun to play the “racist cowboy,” because then you would get to swear and spit a lot.


And it was slooooow. Man, was it slow. It was slow even compared to the molasses pace of your average 1970s one-hour drama. It made The Waltons look like 24. This was not your modern TV show by any stretch of the imagination. Endless conversations in poorly lit cabins. Loooong walks down Western wagon trails that looked suspiciously like roads just off the Warner Brothers back lot in the hills above Burbank. And that flute. There would be drawn-out shots of KCC with his wooden flute playing baleful, vaguely Chinese melodies. And then there was the bread and butter of the show—the flashbacks.


When KCC would come up against some dilemma, a gauzy haze would fall over the camera lens, a Chinese flute would play, a candle flame would come into blurred, flickering focus, and we would be back in the Shaolin monastery with KCC and his teachers, Master Kan and Master Po.


Master Po was a blind monk with haunting milk-white corneas who once memorably said, “Never assume that because a man has no eyes, he cannot see.” (So true, Master Po, so true.)


Master Kan, who famously called young novitiate KCC “grasshopper,” would hold out his palm with a pebble in it: “When you can snatch the pebble from my hand, then it will be time for you to leave.” Young KCC would try again and again to snatch the pebble, and when he finally did, he proved his mastery of self. Only then was he allowed to pick up with his bare forearms a giant, flaming-hot metal urn with red-hot coals inside and a dragon emblem on its surface, leaving him with dragon burn-scar tattoos embossed on his arms that forever labeled him as a Shaolin priest. He would then walk on rice paper, laid out on the ground like a rug, without his feet leaving a mark. After passing these tests he was ready, at long last, to venture forth from the monastery.


Every episode dealt with the darkest shadows of human nature and their remedy, the corresponding spiritual opposite. There would be an episode about revenge, for instance, where some persecuted woman on a farm wants retribution against some mean rancher, and we would gauzily, flutily flash back to KCC’s master saying, “Vengeance is a water vessel with a hole. It carries nothing but the promise of emptiness. Repay injury with justice and forgiveness, but kindness always with kindness.” And then we would see KCC struggle with but ultimately follow his mentor’s strictures in said episode. And not only that—KCC would teach others around him the ways of the spiritual guides from his childhood in China. His tranquility and Jesus-like energy would affect and transform those around him. And ultimately positively change the millions of polyester-clad audience members watching from their sofas as well.


From that nineteenth-century monastery (which was, fun fact, the castle from the musical Camelot where Robert Goulet and his mustache sang “If Ever I Would Leave You,” dressed up to look like an ancient Chinese religious / martial arts community with ivy and stone paths, waterfalls, bells, and bamboo chimes) streamed wisdom that holds just as true today as it did in 1975 (or 1875). Teachings that could have come from Jesus or the Buddha or the Prophet Mohammed.


So, friends, it’s time for us to play a little game:


KUNG FU OR FAMOUS RELIGIOUS QUOTE?


C’mon! Try and guess!






	QUOTE

	KUNG FU

	HOLY TEXT

	BONUS: NAME THE TEXT!






	1 “Hate is like drinking salt water. The thirst grows worse.”

	 

	 

	 






	2 “A bad attitude spoils a good deed just as vinegar spoils honey.”

	 

	 

	 






	3 “Reasoning is destroyed when the mind is bewildered. One falls down when reasoning is destroyed.”

	 

	 

	 






	4 “All life is precious nor can any be replaced.”

	 

	 

	 






	5 “All life is sacred.… The thorn defends the rose. It harms only those who would steal the blossom from the plant.”

	 

	 

	 






	6 “Real believers walk with modesty; and when the foolish ones address them with harsh words, they reply: ‘peace!’”

	 

	 

	 






	7 “Peace lies not in the world… but in the man who walks the path.”

	 

	 

	 






	8 “Do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Let the day’s own trouble be sufficient for the day.”

	 

	 

	 






	9 “There is nothing so disobedient as an undisciplined mind.”

	 

	 

	 






	10 “Fear is the only darkness. Weakness prevails over strength.”

	 

	 

	 






	11 “A tranquil heart gives life to the flesh but envy makes the bones rot.”

	 

	 

	 






	12 “Learn more ways to preserve than to destroy.”

	 

	 

	 






	13 “Humanity is but a single brotherhood: so make peace with your brethren.”

	 

	 

	 






	14 “Carpenters bend wood; the wise master themselves.”

	 

	 

	 







Answers: 1. Kung Fu 2. A hadith (saying) of Islam 3. Bhagavad Gita 4. Kung Fu 5. Kung Fu 6. Quran 7. Kung Fu 8. Bible 9. The Buddha 10. Kung Fu 11. Bible 12. Kung Fu 13. Quran 14. The Buddha


I wish the racists marching around in places like Oregon; Washington, DC; and Virginia could truly allow all of these ancient words of spiritual wisdom to sink in. Or the politicians vengefully squabbling in the halls of Congress. The shouting heads on the media talk shows. The angry, fist-shaking, judgmental twitterers. All of us, in fact.


Young KCC would say, “Master, do we seek victory in contention?”


And the wise teacher would respond with, “Seek rather not to contend.”


Young KCC: “But shall we not then be defeated?”


And the master would respond again with the Buddhist equivalent of a mic drop: “We know that where there is no contention, there is neither defeat nor victory. The supple willow does not contend against the storm, yet it survives.”


Boom! Master Po for the Taoist win!


And isn’t that what it’s all about? We seek, ultimately, to be the supple willow in a world of storms. And we keep trying over and over, no matter how rarely we succeed in that goal.


Because these are the transcendent lessons of Kung Fu: walking the spiritual path with practical feet; seeking detachment from the baser drives of our animal instincts, like rage, lust, and greed; attempting to bring our higher self into every interaction; and turning to wise teachers to guide us when confronted by tests and difficulties.


Those teachers exist in all our lives. We have spiritual guides in the form of parents and grandparents, professors, and mentors that help us along the way. We also have great historical religious teachers, like Jesus, Lao-tzu, Mohammed, Baha’u’llah, Lord Krishna, Confucius, the Buddha, Moses, and the prophets of the Torah—all guides whose teachings have helped millions along this same path.


And only when it is our last recourse, when our backs are up against the wall, do we need to kick some mean cowboy ass with our humble (bare) feet.


I carry Kung Fu with me and think about it often. And I bring up the show in this here first chapter to, perhaps long-windedly, set out one of the principal notions underpinning this book:


We are all on a spiritual path.
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Whether we are aware of it or not, we are each KCC in our own way. We seek to gain wisdom, nurture our virtues, and master the darker, more ego-filled parts of ourselves. Every single reader draws on the wisdom of his or her past, the teachings of one’s parents or faith tradition or important mentors. We all want to become better people, to have our hearts be true and our souls radiant. And we seek this in spite of the vicissitudes of the world that we confront on a daily basis.


Let’s try a simple little exercise. Imagine yourself in 2023 America (or wherever you may be) as a contemporary monk. A wise disciple of both an ancient philosophy and a martial art practice with roots thousands of years old. You are lean and adept in your body. Calm of mind and open of heart. You step out the door of your house/apartment/building and go to your car/subway/bus. You have your keys, your wallet, your phone, your coffee sippy mug. You are on a journey. A journey of the day that lies in front of you and the greater journey of your search for meaning and purpose.


You’re off to seek to make a living for your family or become educated in a school, perhaps. Maybe you’re going to go shopping for the household or to a job interview.


What will you encounter in our modern world? Countless frenzied people rushing about their lives? Staring at their phones in their cars, on sidewalks, on buses, on elevators, and at desks? Ingesting an ever-refreshing fountain of news, emails, images, memes, videos, and updates from family and friends? Updates that, while they refresh on your phone, never really seem to refresh your mind, heart, and soul.


But from this frenzy, just for today, you take a break. You have enough information and updates and memes and images in your head for the time being.


And if you let those distractions go, what else will you encounter in the outside world? Not a drunk, angry cowboy, but perhaps some forces equally as toxic. Someone being rude or judgmental, perhaps. Self-centeredness, probably. Conflict. Anxiety. Rage. Things not going as planned. People behaving badly. Some type of suffering. Rejection. Or, perhaps, disappointment (one of the most difficult and complex feelings for me personally to encounter).


And how will you meet these challenges? Will you be buffeted around like a leaf in a storm? Or will you accept them as part of life? As the Buddha (supposedly) said, “Pain is certain. Suffering is optional.”


Will you allow the unevolved cretins around you to affect your serenity and determine what course of action you take? Or will you deftly, metaphorically slip by them, seeking not contention but to “win not by fighting”? Will you wisely, placidly, draw on your deep well of inner wisdom and navigate these issues like a willow tree in the wind?


We are all, after all, little KCCs on the road through the Old West, beset by tests and having to overcome both external obstacles and the insistent cries of the wants, needs, and unchecked passions of the inner ego.


In many religious traditions, we are on the planet for basically two reasons. Our mission / purpose / raison d’être has two components, two paths. In the Baha’i Faith (and I just love this guidance because it is so simple and clear), we call it our “twofold moral purpose.”


On the one hand, our spiritual journey is about our personal transformation. Spirituality and religion should make our lives better and show us a path toward personal peace and enlightenment. If it doesn’t do either of those two things, then we should all jettison it. The wisdom of faith either makes our lives better, increases serenity, and makes us better people, or there is really no reason to have it in our lives.


Kung Fu is an expression of this first part of the twofold path. The personal, internal one. As we seek to walk the spiritual path with practical (occasionally ass-kicking) feet, we are frequently daunted by the hurdles thrown at us by the outside world. And, more importantly, we are often overwhelmed by the obstacles that we ourselves create. Ones that arise from within to keep us stuck and immobilized, and occasionally to throw our lives into chaos. We let “overwhelm” and “resistance” keep us from achieving the goals we’ve set for ourselves. We often have negative internal voices that consistently and corrosively tear us down and hold us back. We become slaves to addictions that sabotage us and blow up our lives or insidiously eat away at us from the inside. Negative character traits like envy, jealousy, anger, and resentment oftentimes toxify our lives, moving us ever further away from the life we dream of—a rich, satisfying one filled with joy and contentment. The list goes on and on.


Spiritual traditions and teachings, I believe, are like the Shaolin training of KCC. They are a set of tools that, when practiced (sometimes over and over and over again), can help us navigate the rocky shoals of an uncaring, overwhelming outside world. A world that requires rent and work and health care premiums. A world fraught with rejection, stress, idiot bosses, and crazy roommates. External temptations and seductions from drugs, alcohol, sex, power, prestige, status, money, and the endless screen-fueled distractions that live in our pants pockets.


When you can snatch the pebble from the hand of your self, that is when you will pass the ultimate test. When you can effortlessly walk the rice paper of your own ego without leaving a mark, that is when you can leave the symbolic monastery as a master—a master of your darker, more selfish impulses. A spiritual warrior-monk emerging into the world in order to face dark and dangerous adversities and dark and dangerous temptations.


Most people’s spiritual paths end there, at the personal. When most people think of spiritual tools for change, growth, and finding peace, they think of themselves working internally to increase serenity, perspective, and wisdom. In contemporary American culture, we rarely view a spiritual path as having much, if anything, to do with the peace, serenity, and wisdom of the totality of humanity.


This leads me to the next part of the journey—the other branch of our twofold moral purpose: our spiritual journey not as an individual but as a collective, a species on a planet—a planet that we are on the verge of destroying.
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Enter Star Trek. That great 1970s TV show that addresses this very issue. Gene Roddenberry’s original masterpiece. (Note: I am very aware that Star Trek was a ’60s TV show. But it didn’t achieve relevance and popularity until the ’70s. So bite my phaser.)


Star Trek is a difficult mythology and cultural phenomenon to encapsulate. Perhaps, dear reader, you have seen every episode and, like me, have every other line memorized. Or, more likely, you’ve only seen one or two and have only the vaguest idea of what the show is about, aside from knowing some of its venerated pop-cultural phrases like “Beam me up, Scotty,” “To boldly go where no man has gone before,” and (Scottish accent) “I’m doing the best I can, Captain!”


To summarize. In the twenty-third century, humanity is boldly seeking out new life and new civilizations with its navy of starships called Starfleet. The show follows the starship USS Enterprise, helmed by Captain James T. Kirk, played by the legendary William Shatner. He and his stalwart crew, including the half-Vulcan Spock (Leonard Nimoy), are exploring star systems on the outskirts of the galaxy, responding to distress calls, and generally having all sorts of fun, dangerous, science-fictiony adventures in snazzy form-fitting uniforms.


Their humanity is put to the test in each episode. The cast and crew of the Enterprise are challenged both personally and professionally, morally and intellectually, metaphorically and practically.


What may be most important about Star Trek is that the human race has worked out its problems on planet Earth through both science and an emotional wisdom comprised of restraint, reason, and maturity. This spiritually and intellectually awakened humanity then seeks to spread and share its evolved nature while exploring the galaxy in a peaceful manner.


The viewer can watch Star Trek simply on a basic level, as a science-fiction action show with laser beams, spaceships, cool aliens, and memorable characters. Many people do. To a large extent, that’s what drew my six-year-old fanboy self to the show in the early ’70s. (And, unfortunately, the most recent series of J. J. Abrams–produced films function almost exclusively on this level.)


But the miracle of Star Trek and why it stands the test of time as a paragon of great television is how it lives on a symbolic level. In Star Trek, everything is a metaphor. (As is everything on this physical plane. Just ask Plato. More on that later.)


The show metaphorically tackled all of 1960s society’s greatest challenges—war, racism, technological advancement—from the point of view of an enlightened human race. This wasn’t a show about personal growth; it was a show about collective transformation.


Take racism, a scourge that has killed millions over the centuries, incited hate, and kept humanity divided since the dawn of time. Roddenberry and his cracker-jack sci-fi writing staff tackle this issue in multiple episodes of the show. Why? Because Roddenberry believed that this was an issue that humanity would inevitably overcome in its eventual maturation.


“Intolerance in the twenty-third century? Improbable!” Roddenberry said. “If man survives that long, he will have learned to take delight in the essential differences between men and between cultures.”


He also said, “We must learn to live together, or most certainly we will soon all die together.”


Delight in the essential differences between cultures? Cool! (“Unity in diversity” is one of the central teachings of the Baha’i Faith, and as a young Baha’i, my Ba-mind was officially blown.)


As an example, in the episode “Let That Be Your Last Battlefield,” a man who is black on the right side of his body and white on the left side is fighting a man who is white on the right side and black on the left. Bele and Lokai.


For tens of thousands of years, the people of the planet Cheron have been at war, simply because of the reverse nature of their shiny complexions. Bele and Lokai have been chasing each other in the galaxy for fifty thousand years, locked in hatred. When they board the Enterprise and are taken back to Cheron, everyone there is dead. Consumed in the fires of an intense war of racism. And Bele and Lokai can’t see what is patently obvious—that they are from the same stock. Just look at this exchange:




BELE: It is obvious to the most simpleminded that Lokai is of an inferior breed.


MR. SPOCK: The obvious visual evidence, Commissioner, is that he is of the same breed as yourself.


BELE: Are you blind, Commander Spock? Well, look at me. Look at me!


CAPTAIN JAMES T. KIRK: You are black on one side and white on the other.


BELE: I am black on the right side!


CAPTAIN JAMES T. KIRK: I fail to see the significant difference.


BELE: Lokai is white on the right side. All of his people are white on the right side.





Before leaving, Bele accuses Captain Kirk of being an “idealistic dreamer,” and the two enemies “beam down” only to continue their deadly battle on the planet’s surface, the only members of their species left alive.


A bit silly and dated, perhaps. A bit obvious, maybe. But for a child in 1970s Olympia, Washington, it was profound and powerful. And, like it or not, it’s still relevant.


It provided me and millions of others great inspiration around humankind’s future ability to solve these massive issues of race and prejudice. Captain Kirk would say lines that most people would probably think naive. Lines like, “The prejudices people feel about each other disappear when they get to know each other.” There is nothing truer than that.


However, nothing tackled the issue of race better than a historic episode entitled “Plato’s Stepchildren” in which the first interracial kiss in television history was broadcast to millions of homes. Kirk and the gorgeous chief communications officer, Uhura (played by the late, brilliant, beautiful Nichelle Nichols), are forced to kiss by an alien race on some adventure or other. What was big about the moment was that the kiss was simply no big deal to the crew of the Enterprise. Humanity had long moved past any ill-conceived concerns about people of different races having relationships. That “no big deal-ness” of the kiss was what made it revolutionary.


That one kiss, viewed by millions, opened the doors for an acceptance of interracial marriage and helped mature and elevate the issues around civil rights and race in a volatile time. All made OK because it was viewed through the lens of fantastical, “pretend” science fiction.


There are many other examples of episodes as metaphorical mirrors for the dark social spasms that were convulsing planet Earth in the late ’60s.


The idea of understanding the other—finding empathy with species different from yours—was a recurring theme in the show. Wherever they go in the galaxy, the crew of the Enterprise is called on to deepen their compassion and understanding toward “the alien.” To go beyond what is safe and comfortable and “human.” The episode “Metamorphosis” is a love story between a human and an alien cloud. There’s “Arena,” where Kirk fights the reptilian Gorn, only to realize that the evil Gorn believed all along that it was humans who were the aggressors. And “Devil in the Dark” tells the story of humans who have been killing the babies of a weird creature called the Horta, and we come to understand through empathy and reason that the Horta’s violent actions are actually those of a protective parent.


Another theme was the idea that science and reason (and, ultimately, technology) could overcome all obstacles. In perhaps the greatest of all the episodes, “The City on the Edge of Forever,” the hero, Edith (played by Joan Collins) speaks from Earth’s past (the year 1930) about its future:




One day soon, man is going to be able to harness incredible energies, maybe even the atom… energies that could ultimately hurl us to other worlds in… in some sort of spaceship. And the men that reach out into space will be able to find ways to feed the hungry millions of the world and to cure their diseases. They will be able to find a way to give each man hope and a common future. And those are the days worth living for.





She essentially sums up Roddenberry’s utopian vision for the future. (Spoiler alert: Kirk falls in love with her. She dies. She has to in order to prevent an alternative reality in which the Nazis win World War II. Bummer. So it goes. Note to self: time travel = tricky. Avoid at all costs.)


And all of that technological potential Edith alludes to is summed up by a device that lives in every room of a starship: the replicator. A machine in the wall that looks like a microwave but can pretty much assemble from random molecules anything you want to eat. Soup. Boysenberries. Beet chips. Hot dogs. You name it. Not only that, but in later iterations of the show, the replicator can make pretty much anything one could want. Weapons, human organs, a crescent wrench, a Dwight bobblehead. You get the idea.


Can you imagine a world in which every family has a replicator? Need a lightbulb for a refrigerator? Press a button. Need a sandwich? Press a button. A new pair of wool socks, AirPods, or a pet lizard? Press a button.


Boom. Technology wins. Hunger solved. Instant abundance.


Having the science of the replicator, humanity is then able to progress in profound ways and work toward achieving lasting peace.


In Star Trek: The Next Generation, which takes place a hundred or so years after the original series, the sociological/spiritual/emotional evolution of humanity has reached an even greater level of maturity. Conflict itself has been eliminated.


Apparently, this was quite a challenge for the writers of this Star Trek spin-off when it was being created in the late ’80s. Roddenberry insisted that on this show, humanity had overcome all of its baser instincts—greed, lust, power. Which could make for some very boring television. I mean, how is a television writer supposed to make great drama if no one ever disagrees with anyone else?


Somehow they managed, and it became a great series in its own right.


It was not only conflict that was eliminated by the twenty-fourth century but also money. The economic system was hinted at being completely liberated from wealth and poverty, from greed and profit and acquisition. Sometimes referred to as “Trekonomics.”


Captain Jean-Luc Picard (played by the baldest knight in the history of the realm, Sir Patrick Stewart) was once quoted as saying, “The economics of the future are somewhat different… money doesn’t exist in the twenty-fourth century… the acquisition of wealth is no longer the driving force in our lives. We work to better ourselves and the rest of humanity.” (Sound familiar? That’s the old twofold moral purpose in action!)


In another episode, Picard says to a time-traveling, greedy ’80s Wall Street tycoon, “People are no longer obsessed with the accumulation of things.… We’ve eliminated hunger, want, the need for possessions. We’ve grown out of our infancy.”


When I read those quotes, something touches me deeply. Perhaps it’s my inner idealist/utopian/optimist longing for a resolution to all this unnecessary strife on our lovely, feverish little planet. It gives my sour little heart some measure of hope for our species, our world, our future. Like the Enterprise itself streaking into the distant galaxy, Star Trek shows us the way toward humanity’s future.


Although faith and religion are never overtly mentioned in the show, and Star Trek’s central focus is the glorification of science and exploration, to me the core message is essentially a spiritual one. Global unity for our human family, founded on increased compassion and universal equity.


And this brings me back to the origin of this conversation—how two 1970s TV shows illuminate the two spiritual paths in front of us: the personal journey (Kung Fu) and the spiritual evolution of a species (Star Trek).


You might be wondering at this point, What does any of this have to do with me? Well, like the hippies said, “Let there be peace in the world, and let it begin with me.” And as the frequent Subaru bumper sticker reads: “Think Global, Act Local.” Meaning we all bear some individual responsibility for the collective good. And, believe it or not, that has everything to do with the techno-futurist, sci-fi mythology of Star Trek.


Again, for most people in the modern world, spirituality as a whole belongs firmly in the first Kung Fu category. Most don’t actively consider a spiritual path that would focus on service to the greater needs of humanity, even though most spiritual traditions emphasize this idea repeatedly.


For instance, Buddhism is often reduced to “being in the moment” and “releasing attachment” and “eliminating suffering” and other tools that lead toward personal transformation and inner peace. But remember, Buddhist teachings also refer to building good “karma” by serving others, especially the poor. There are countless stories of the Buddha himself feeding and educating the downtrodden, calling out for service to others, and saying,




So long as the sky and the world exist, my existence will be here for the eradication of the miseries of all beings.





And he sent forth his OG crew of apostle/monks with the following:




Wander forth for the good of the many, for the welfare of the many, in compassion for the world.





Which sounds suspiciously like writings from the Torah:




Give justice to the weak and the fatherless; maintain the right of the afflicted and the destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.





And Jesus:




Whoever is generous to the poor lends to the Lord, and He will repay him for his deed.





And the Prophet Mohammed:




The best of you is he who is of most benefit to others.





Obviously, at first blush, these writings are simply about sacrificing one’s own needs to alleviate the suffering of others.


But to what end? Why? Why serve others?


To make ourselves feel better? For some personal benefit? Karmic rewards? No. Rather it is, with our eyes on a far bigger prize, to create a world filled with less suffering. To create justice, equity, love, and a reduction in unnecessary pain for the inhabitants of our beautiful planet. To build the kingdom of God on Earth.


The founder of the Baha’i Faith, Baha’u’llah, writes,




Let your vision be world embracing rather than confined to your own selves.





And:




All men have been created to carry forward an ever-advancing civilization.





And to quote that renowned sage science officer Spock,




The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.





And that, dearest reader, is what the Star Trek modality of spiritual growth is all about.


What good is a spiritual path that only enriches our own inner peace while hundreds of millions go hungry? And conversely, how do we sustainably serve those millions if our hearts are hard, empty, cold, and filled with selfish ego or materialistic motives? How can there be peace without justice? There is an ongoing dance, a conversation between the twofold moral paths that lie ahead of us. We seek personal enlightenment so that we can serve more, have an outward orientation, and help create a better world. And when we undertake this service, we are in turn internally awakened and fulfilled to an even greater degree.


Because, ultimately, we sojourn forth with two forces in our hearts—two icons from the 1970s holding hands like the yin and yang—two ass-kicking guides to our spiritual journey, ushering us along the mysterious road of the soul, one leading us toward inner tranquility and the other toward the progress of humanity itself: Master Kwai Chang Cain and Captain James T. Kirk.
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